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Introduction

The volume collects essays and reflections written on my own
or in collaboration with some colleagues and friends over the
last ten years of work. The time span starting from the years of
my PhD up to date has represented a moment of prosperous
scientific production and constant personal and professional
growth. The objective of this publication is to select some
of the texts already disseminated in the last years and to re-
publish them in English as an anthology of essays about the
restoration and preservation of architectural heritage, which
could hopefully have scientifically relevant repercussions
at national and international level. The selected essays are
grouped according to three different topics concerning,
respectively, the study of alternative sources and the neglect
architecture for a deeper comprehension of the heritage;
international case studies that are helpful to understand
the different shades of the concept of cultural heritage and
memory; and the preservation of the archeological heritage,
which has been my specific field of study in the last years.
The choice of the English language is due to the precise will to
launch a dialogue and a debate capable to open up to new and
emerging preservation cultures and to different approaches to
the discipline of restoration of the architectural heritage. In
this respect, the publication will be available in open access and
printed in few copies to be distributed in universities’ libraries
for free, in order to achieve free circulation of knowledge, fully
fledged and open dissemination of the results of the scientific
research and a more ethical approach to culture.

Itis clear intention of the author to undertake the same activity
in ten years time through a second volume collecting the
essays of the next decade, whose basis and inspiration could
hopefully originate from the debate and dialogue started by
the dissemination of this first work too.



As a corollary of the essays, some evocative images have
been included in the opening and closure of the volume with
allegoric intention, as a reminder of what has been achieved
so far and what is yet to be done. The acknowledgements
have been left at the end expressively, not because deemed less
important but, on the contrary, based on the belief that the
most important things come last.

This volume is dedicated to what is lost and what is found.
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A. Alternative sources and
neglected heritage



Published in IPSASA Conference Proceedings: Wonderland in the
Landscape-Cultural Mosaic: Idea, Image, lllusion, Palmanova, September
2010. Original title: Una cartolina da Wonderland: iconografia popolare per la
conservazione del patrimonio industriale del biellese.
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Wonderland inamosaicof cultural landscape: idea,
image, illusion. Popular postcards iconography for
industrial heritage conservation

Emanuele Morezzi

Abstract

The essay aims at investigating the use of an alternative source for the
reconstruction of the figurative and cultural image of a given territory, the
historical postcard. More specifically, the article examines the postcards
illustrating Biella’s industrial landscape, by critically analyzing them and
creating analogical categories. Such documents assume the two-fold value
of representing the ideas of promotion and productive development of
a territory as well as of conveying these messages to a wide public, thus
contributing to the commercial and value-driven advertisement of Biella
productive area. The study of this heritage is particularly relevant for the
reconstruction of the collective image and for a more helpful understanding
of the value of the area as cultural landscape.

Keywords: cultural heritage, industrial landscape, postcards, commerce,
industrial history and promotion

In the very act of preserving the traces of history, mankind
intends to keep alive its own Past and Memory. Often,
along with the preservation of ruins, architecture and all the
historical traces, it is possible to go further, preserving the idea
that these objects had in the past and the influence that they
produced on the local populations. To study the historical
postcards depicting the local industries that spread in Biella’s
area® between the end of the Nineteenth and the beginning of
the Twentieth century, could explain the importance of the
vast industrial heritage. This legacy reached us not only as
a series of architectural emergencies worthy of preservation
for themselves, but as an attempt to reconstruct the aura
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of wonderland that these complexes had. The study of this
iconographic heritage is a fundamental step towards a real
comprehension of the value of Biella’s factories: their history
(from birth to the recent abandonment to future reuse) appears
to be closely connected to the past of the local population,
who has constituted the most part of the labor force of such
complexes for long decades. A sort of history of the industrial
heritage? parallel to the one of the architectural asset and
capable to better explain the feeling of being in wonderland
and the idea of both a collective and individual wellbeing
that spread from such complexes, located in the extra-urban
territories of Biella and in Valsesia, is thus witnessed. The
postcards®, in fact, are important nowadays not only as real
images of a status belonging to the past, but also as testimonies
of a collective society that affirmed authoritatively its own
identity through the production, dissemination and sending
of these images®. Thus, from a local element rooted in the
Biella area, wonderland became an image and a suggestion
to dispatch, a symbol of an area that identified itself in the
textile production.

Wonderland: the idea and the concept

Although the approach may appear partial at a first glance
with respect to a very complex theme, the choice to use the
postcard as research and study tool for the Biella industrial
heritage reveals a fascinating possibility instead. In fact, if the
local landscape is taken into account, one cannot help but
notice the clear differences that mark the urban environment
comparing with the extra-urban one®. The building density,
the percentage of green areas and the presence of services
varies substantially, drawing two opposite realities. On the
one hand, urban centers are characterized by a medium-
small extension, and their architectural configuration never
ignores some landmarks or structures, which connote the
very presence of the settlement. It is about buildings destined
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Historical postcards. The industrial landscape as land of wonder

19



L Wa - L Er i
Fidmiamad o Janibns Db

The factory as place to show and share
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to the public administration, areas of the center destined to
residence and at least one main religious building with its bell
tower, the only element that is outlined in height, dominating
the entire town. On the other hand, the extra-urban areas
appear to be devoid of any residential settlement; the road
network is made up of small pedestrian paths, the vegetation
covers most of the surface. The industrial establishments, all
coherently located next to the numerous streams and rivers
that cross the area, are the only structures emerging from
this uniform context®. Hence the idea of wonderland: a
territory that manages to place some structures that, appeared
different from any other contemporary construction of the
territory in terms of size and functions, at the center of the
most luxuriant native vegetation. This suggestion appears
even more concrete as one goes back in time, up to the first
years of Biella’s industrialization. All the spinning, combing
and dyeing facilities were born at the end of the Nineteenth
century on the ruins of the ancient factories, of which few
iconographic depictions are available’. The desire to portray
these industries on postcard arose around the last years of
the Nineteenth century with different aims. In order to better
investigate the vast iconographic material available?, it appears
necessary to divide it into different typologies, each one
characterized according to the client, the subjects portrayed
and the dissemination purposes®.

Postcards of factories are among the most common types.
Usually commissioned by the very owners of the industrial
establishments, semi-aerial views of the factory were realized
and sometimes retouched by skilled designers who expanded
the actual size of the buildings. The purpose of these images
was advertisement: the postcards were sent to potential or
already acquired customers to show both the dimensions of the
production site and its innovative architectural design. These
images were often accompanied by the logo of the company
printed in an appropriate font and, more rarely, by the half-
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length portrait of the owner. Hence, through this precise
typology, it becomes clear how the commissioner of such
documents, that was the sender of the postcard itself, wanted
to create wonder and awe in the recipient. The publicized
wonderland had to evoke an ideal place, an authoritative
production site liable to a particular order. The wonderland
of economy, the wonder of capitalism, the wonderland of
business®.

Afurther typology, i.e. photo cards, developed similar concepts
and similar sensations. The subject of the image is always
the factory, but, this time, focus and point of view change.
These cards, in fact, are simple photographs, mostly taken
by the few photographers present on the territory!!, without
any retouching or correction. The subject is not much the
factory as a whole or its architectural design, but its interior,
the machines and looms that constitute its real function. The
images of this type are characterized by the scarce presence of
personnel at work during the shooting: it appears clear, thus,
that the true subject of the image is simply the machine, even
if not operative. The purpose of these postcards was didactic
and informative, especially in the technical field. The interest
was completely absorbed by the “machine”. The need to
photograph it and, subsequently, to send it, aimed solely at
the technical understanding of the object and the production
system which it was a part of. This time, wonderland
manifests itself as place of engines, machines, and in the large
dimensions of its productive potential. It is no longer the
factory set in its landscaping context that arouses amazement,
butitsinteriorand its engines are. The wonderland of machine,
the wonderland of industrialized work?2,

Landscape photo cards, then, have a different nature. This
time, in fact, it is the photographers themselves who selected
the shots for retail sale to the population®. The subjects
commonly portray either purely naturalistic views, or the
small villages of the territory, or important events linked
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to work (such as the entry or exit of the workers from the
factories, strikes, accidents of the vehicles carrying the raw
material). Nevertheless, factories and industrial establishments
completely immersed in the surrounding landscape were
photographed and this appears to be of great interest for
the purposes of our research. The fortune of this typology,
and also the abundant demand for this specific photographic
subject by the local population, lasted for several decades,
generating a very wide spreading of these postcards, which
often ended up resembling each other or being repeated.
The sending of these images is of great importance in order
to better understand also the last and, perhaps, the most
interesting idea of wonderland that this specific iconography
implies. Towards the end of the Nineteenth century, the local
population, both the native one as well as the one rooted
in the territory after immigrating from the South of Italy,
begins to send postcards depicting the factories and the Biella
landscape proving the economic well-being and better social
status achieved by working in the factory. The recipients of
the postcards were usually relatives or friends of other cities,
or family members faraway to whom the immigrant in the
Biella area'* wanted to show where he worked and lived.
Yet the images were sent to Biella emigrants to show the
transformation of the territory, thus encouraging a possible
return to their increasingly industrialized native territory?®.
Therefore, wonderland arouses a double amazement and
produces various effects. In this case, the desire to depict a
true “wonderland”, where work, well-being and progress were
transforming a society that was mostly rural, is more than
understandable. The photographic postcard thus assumes
a fundamental role in spreading the social and economic
achievements of the population rooted in Biella area. Often,
the sender could happen to design the smoke coming out from
the tall chimneys of the industrial establishments, a detail that
was not seized by the black and white development of the
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The industrial remains nowadays
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The workers as subject for the postcards
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photography, as evidence of the desire to forcefully show the
industriousness of the area. The wonderland of memory and
progress. The wonderland of identity and belonging?®.
Further types of postcards depict other elements that,
contributed to the radical transformation of the territory from
an architectural and cultural point of view in synergy with the
industrial plants. Thus, it is not uncommon to find postcards
depicting the new and extensive residential complexes built
to accommodate non-native workers. In fact, the many
workers’ villages (type of reception for entire families) and
the numerous hostels (structures for the reception of young
women workers, often administered by religious bodies)
realized in Biella area are frequently the subject of postcards
to be sent to the family afar in order to illustrate the place
where one resided and, indirectly, the economic well-being
that characterized the places where one had arrived to work.
The wonderland of the new city of adoption and the distance
from the country of origin®’.

Likewise, if the presence of workers’ villages and new factories
testified the rapid change in the architectural landscape, the
gradually changing cultural environment became the subject
too of numerous photographic representations of the period.
Infact, many are the postcards depicting the exit of the workers
from the factory (in order to underline their number)®, the
first strikes down in the square or the exceptional transport of
raw or processed material. Here again the idea of wonderland
refers to the work and the condition of the worker rather than
to the idea of the factory as simple architectural envelope
within Biella landscape. It is clear how much the new social
condition of the workers had profoundly changed the
perception of the whole society: wonderland of the masses,
wonderland of the working class?®®.

After having classified these postcards available in archives®,
it is possible to analyze such documents through a new
perspective: they do not only represent a historical iconography
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of obvious scientific interest, but also the testimony of what
the industries represented therein have meant for the whole
local population at an important time in the past. Therefore,
it seems fundamental to suggest a strategic conservation plan
for the whole area, so that the very identity of the landscape
could be safeguarded in its entirety, including its values too.
And it is precisely the postcards that suggest the “objects”,
the “contexts”, everything that the collective memory wants
to preserve and value as a transmission of the past to future
generations. This is also in response to the economic crisis
that has affected the entire textile sector at national level,
causing a net and substantial decrease in demand, due to the
new international competition of the Eastern countries. In
recent years, this crisis led to the abandonment and closure of
activities of many industrial buildings, which lie now in very
poor conditions due to the lack of ordinary maintenance and
the absence of a designated use (neither as the original one
or a different one). Therefore, it is essential for the survival
of this patrimony that it returns to have a function of it.
Although this situation has provided an opportunity for local
administrations to lay hands on some buildings deemed to
qualify the global landscape economy, to date no strategic
program leading to a compatible and overall re-functioning of
the territory has been undertaken. On the contrary, choices
have been made only concerning individual architectural
assets that fulfil particular functional requirements or represent
the driving force for an immediate political and economic
feedback. Among the most significant examples of these
propaganda strategies, the case of the former Trombetta wool
mill located near the historical center of the city of Biella is to
be highlighted. In this precise reality, at the end of the 1990s,
a restoration intervention that led to the re-use of the factory
as new museum and cultural and artistic pole was carried
out (due to the location and the presence of infrastructures
connecting the place to the inhabited center). Thanks to the
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Traces of industrial architectures
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